Critical Thinking in Language Education by unknown
 16 
Critical Thinking in Language Education 
 
Daniel Short, Asia University 
 
 
 In this essay, I propose that EFL teachers within a collegiate setting possess a 
two-fold mandate: Most obviously, they must present language lessons throughout the 
course of the term that are appropriate for the level of their students.  But if student 
experience in their English courses is limited to language training exercises, then they 
have missed a valuable opportunity to cultivate their capacities for critical and 
independent thinking. 
 A most predictable retort would be that students can hardly be expected to display 
critical thinking prowess in a language in which they have attained only rudimentary 
facility. Indeed, in English departments throughout Japan, there is a widely held 
assumption among both students and teachers that many students, particularly at the 
lower levels, will gain little or no facility in using practical, day-to-day English, much 
less academic English.  
 This argument rests on the assumption that students, within the context of the 
English classroom, lose their facility for addressing their own confusion through 
formulating questions, drawing inferences, and stating hypotheses because of a limited 
grasp of English. Given the larger mandate of the university, it is most appropriate that 
students enhance their abilities to think critically as a result of how they are being asked 
to train in their new language, regardless of their demonstrated ability, and regardless of 
the extent to which they depend upon Japanese for understanding the full breadth of their 
classroom experience.   
 A key assumption of the argument being put forth is that critical thinking is a 
pragmatic set of behaviors connected to or arising out of specific contexts. Making 
systematic and strategic attempts to inch toward the completion of a goal might serve as a 
succinct description of what critical thinkers do, and one might therefore isolate and 
describe what counts as critical thinking in any given context. We might say that in every 
context of scholastic endeavor there exists both a goal that the student pursues as well as 
a range of possible strategies for pursuing it. Critical thinking, in this sense, is 
comparative. This of course implies that it would hardly be appropriate to say that at 
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some levels of study students are engaged in activities befitting critical thought and that 
at other levels they are not.  
 It ought not to be assumed that critical thinking is relegated to so-called "higher" 
functions, such as those at work in the synthesizing of large amounts of complex data 
according to what would be seen as a daring and original hypothesis. Arguably, most 
critical thinking activities, the ones we most rely upon for organizing our lives, are quite 
mundane. Within a scholastic context, such activities consist of major study skills, which 
include responding to instructor cues, planning daily tasks, and managing data flow 
within the contexts of both single and multiple assignments.  
 When students possess very minimal abilities in their chosen language subject, 
some aspects of study skills management become less easy to conduct and project 
completion becomes a more arduous process as a result. Arguably, a possible irony exists 
here in that students, facing myriad sorts of confusion about basic linguistic meanings, 
might employ inferential and deductive logic more often than students who are taking a 
content class in a language in which they are fluent. Also, student strategizing about how 
best to prompt the teacher to issue clearer instructions is perhaps qualitatively different 
from the sort that occurs in a content class. The student in the former case may feel a 
sense of urgency that is not present for him or her in most content classes. In some cases, 
the language student may in fact engage in what might be best described as puzzle 
solving more regularly than students in so-called content classes, where, especially in a 
place such as Japan, much learning is done by rote.  
 Ideally, the selection or design of material for the EFL or ESL course should 
challenge students to thoroughly test their grasp of the language on repeated occasions 
(Garner 120), thus helping to cultivate the major modes of critical thinking. David Garner 
argues that instructors are most likely to accomplish this by avoiding reliance on any one 
text, particularly those texts that emphasize trivial aspects of culture (116).  In 
considering student activity within the context of assignment completion, critical thinking 
among students is advanced via the creative application of a concept. This can mean 
incorporating newly learned grammar and vocabulary into conversation, deducing the 
proper use of words and phrases through comparative analysis, and imitating narrative 
strategies in composing longer texts.  
 18 
 One may counter that some students in the Japanese collegiate context invest little 
energy in exploring the material of the course, much less creatively fashioning language 
or honing their study skills. They are often simply ridding themselves of a course 
requirement in the least inconvenient manner they can. Clearly, the development of 
critical thinking skills depends to a great degree upon the student's desire and willingness 
to identify and address sources of confusion. And this begs a very important question: In 
the event that some students possess little or no interest in understanding the subject 
matter presented within a given class, this would cut short any advancement they might 
make toward identifying the challenges they face as learners. Given this, what sort of 
critical thinking activities, if any, could such passive, or even reluctant, learners, engage 
in? Another way to phrase this conundrum is to ask--assuming our pragmatic definition 
of critical thinking-- in what modes of critical thinking could our worst student engage 
himself or herself?  
 Phrasing the question in this way potentially casts into doubt several assumptions 
about what counts as an educational experience. First, we need not assume that such 
experience is relegated solely to the explicit subject matter of the course. And, secondly, 
we need not assume that the educational experience or value of the course is relegated to 
the course's duration. However, we can assume that even the worst student can, and that 
some from the pool of the worst students will, reflect upon some aspect of what they 
encountered within the framework of the course, either during the semester or at some 
later time.  
 Instructors mindful of the long reach of memory and reflection take great care 
tending to the cycle of images they project before their students throughout the course of 
the term. It can often be observed that some students, even those with the lowest English 
proficiency in the university, take an active and thoughtful part in class, asking for 
reasons for completing assignments and expressing dissatisfaction upon encountering 
confusion. Many students are clearly made to feel ill at ease during moments when there 
is nothing to do, if they feel they must wait as other students complete an assignment. 
Even the most ostensibly disengaged students take note of the instructor's own specific 
actions, and it's safe to presume, the general mood or tenor established throughout the 
term. The educational nature of the student's experience partly rests on what may appear 
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to be quite tangential relative to the actual course material-- the flow of activities 
established in each class and in the course in general, the manner in which the instructor 
prompts students to go about their tasks, the sense of progress the students feel as a result 
of completing any given assignment, and the general attitude with which the instructor 
engages the students. Such structural elements do not simply affect student motivation: 
They have the potential, depending on consistency and design, of prompting students to 
repeatedly engage in certain forms of behavior. Arguably, the course succeeds in its 
mandate to the extent that these forms of behavior facilitate student practice of critical 
thinking.  
 As educators, we ought to recognize that students who fail to meet the technical 
requirements of the course have not necessarily failed to gain anything at all. At some 
point, they may in fact wonder why they saw little value in trying to master the course 
material. Such an attempt at synthesis is a basic mode of critical thinking, and the 
ultimate form such a synthesis will take largely depends upon what observations students 
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